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A prominent libertarian author recently issued a challenge — in rather emotional terms — 
to a prominent libertarian opponent of “intellectual property.” Never mind who — 
actually there’s been more than one such recent exchange between prominent libertarian 
figures, with almost identical arguments. 


The author asked whether it should be considered theft to reprint their book — with their 
name on it — without permission. Doing so, this author argued, would deprive them of a 
certain amount of potential profit on the sale of their own book. And in the process, it 
would turn that portion of their labor in writing the book into slave labor. 


First of all, I’m skeptical of just how negative an impact the abolition of copyright would 
actually have on authors’ income. In most cases, where the author serves a smaller 
niche market and charges only a modest markup over printing costs, it’s doubtful 
whether it would be worth it to undercut them. 


Actually setting up a book for print involves considerable inconvenience. If you take a 
facsimile PDF document of someone else’s book and set it up as an on-demand print job, 
you’ve not only got to charge a price that covers the basic cost of the on-demand 
publisher’s services plus the value of your time and trouble, but also overcome the 
visibility of a preexisting distribution outlet already associated with the author’s name — 
one that probably comes up on the first page of Google or Amazon results. So why would 
most people go to the trouble of searching a POD equivalent of The Pirate Bay for your 
book, and trying to figure out from the listings whether it was complete, whether it had 
the same pagination as the standard edition (important if you want to quote it in 
scholarly work), and so forth — all just to save a buck or two? 


There are considerable rents attaching to the time and trouble of setting up a book for 
publication, as well as for authentication and convenience. So long as the author doesn’t 
get greedy and charge a premium significantly over the amount of this rent, they should 
be relatively safe. 


The main effect of abolishing copyright in music and written work, | think, would be to 
wash out the excessive name-value premiums added to the work of the big blockbuster 
creators, and the middleman profits of the publishing and record industry. 


Second, the idea that someone has a right to a certain rate of profit — and that market 
competition which deprives them of this rate of return is “theft” — is ludicrous. It’s as 
idiotic as the claim by Property Values Nazis that their alleged right not to have the value 
of their house lowered trumps my right to have a clothesline or compost pile on my own 
property, or to park my car on the grass. 


Nina Paley caricatured this kind of argument beautifully in one of her “Eunice and Mimi” 
cartoons. EUNICE: “Copying a song instead of buying a copy is stealing!” MIMI: “Doing 
for yourself what you could pay someone else to do is stealing!” BOTH: “Competition is 
theft!” 


If anything, the “slave labor” accusation should be on the other side. 


“Intellectual property,” like tariffs and all other monopolies, is a barrier to the free 
movement of labor and capital into certain legally defined areas of production, which has 
the effect of maintaining artificially high prices that would not exist under free market 
competition. “Intellectual property,” in our corporate global economy, performs exactly 
the same function the tariff did in the old national industrial economies: It regulates the 
conditions under which one is allowed to produce a particular good for a particular 
market, so that the beneficiaries are able to charge a monopoly premium. Rather than 
erecting territorial barriers around particular nations like the tariff, “intellectual property” 
builds walls around global corporations. 


What’s more, erecting barriers to the conditions under which labor can produce a certain 
good gives the licensed producers of that good an artificial degree of control over the 
terms on which labor is employed in that particular form of production — thus shifting the 
balance of bargaining power away from labor and toward the employer. 


So it would be far more plausible to argue that the extra hours we work to pay the 
copyright or patent premium on a good, or the extra hours we must work for the same 
income in producing that good because one producer has a state-conferred monopoly on 
hiring labor to produce it, are slavery. 


